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USING A DESIGN LED APPROACH TO EMOTIONAL BUSINESS 
MODELLING 
Sam BUCOLO*, Cara WRIGLEY  
Queensland University of Technology 
Prototyping is an established and accepted practice used by the design community. Prototypes play a valuable 
role during the design process and can greatly affect the designed outcome. The concept of a business model 
prototype, however, is not well understood by the design and business communities. Design industry trends 
indicate a move away from product and service innovation towards business model innovation. Therefore, it 
stands to reason that the role of prototypes and prototyping in this context should also be considered. This paper 
is conceptual and presents a process for creating and enabling business model prototypes. Specifically, the focus 
is on building emotional connections across the value chain to enable internal growth within firms. To do this, the 
authors‟ have relied on personal observations and critical reflection from multiple industry engagements. The 
outcomes of this critical reflective practice are presented and the opportunities and challenges for this approach 
are discussed. Future research opportunities are also detailed and presented within the context of the emotional 
business model.  
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INTRODUCTION 
There is no shortage of literature and opinions regarding the value of „innovation‟ to a firm‟s 
growth and long-term sustainability. However, literature surrounding the term „innovation‟ 
encompasses multiple meanings, applications and approaches. This has led to a broad 
spectrum of understanding within industry and academic communities. The Doblin group, in 
their ten types of innovation study, highlight that firms identify innovation with the 
development of new products, but it was shown that innovation at the product level provides 
only a small competitive advantage and the lowest return on investment (Doblin, 2011). 
Nearly fifteen years on, it is the authors‟ opinion that this thinking still dominants the broader 
business community and limits the potential of a firm‟s innovation efforts.   
Constant changes in the global economic environment requires companies to revisit 
traditional assumptions about how businesses create and capture value (Teece, 2010). 
Therefore, business models and business model innovation have been a focal element of 
discussions in management practice and literature (Amit, Zott & Massa, 2010; Johnson, 
Christensen & Kagermann, 2008). Novel research (technology) is of little value if it is not 
                                            
*
Sam Bucolo: School of Design | Queensland University of Technology 
George St, Brisbane Q | 4001 | Australia 
e-mail: s.bucolo@qut.edu.au 
Sam Bucolo & Cara Wrigley 
 
2 
exploited via a differentiated business model. However, developing a novel business model 
to capture the value from technologies is not a trivial task, for start-ups nor for established 
firms (Chesbrough, 2010). 
As firms begin to build awareness of the different types of innovation strategies, new 
tools, processes and firm capabilities will be required to enable the company to transform to 
adopt and embed these approaches within their organisations. This will require changes at 
both the operational and strategic levels of the organisation. The Design Led Innovation 
(DLI) framework developed by Bucolo and Matthews (2011) provides one approach to allow 
firms to reframe their innovation efforts and to move beyond a product only strategy. Key to 
this approach is the ability of the firm to build deep customer insights through co-design. 
These insights are then evolved with their internal and external stakeholders, and mapped 
as innovation opportunities to all aspects of the business. What is evident from firms who 
have engaged in this approach is the ability to rapidly move beyond product only innovations 
and into business level innovation. This approach has been published previously with the 
opportunities and challenges of embedding this approach detailed and discussed (see 
Bucolo & Matthews 2011). 
More recently it has been identified that the DLI approach can be enhanced through a 
stronger engagement with a customer‟s emotions, both at the product and service level and 
within a new business model. There is an abundance research into design and emotion 
outlining many important findings and implications for product design, but much less on 
services, and even less or next to none on business models (Hassenzahl, 2010; Desmet, 
2002; Hekkert, 2002). Further, there are various tools and methods for designing for 
emotional experiences from an industry perspective (Kujala, Roto, Väänänen-Vainio-Mattila, 
Karapanos & Sinnelä, 2011; Desmet, Overbeeke & Tax, 2001). 
Emotions occupy all aspects of daily life including moods, cognition, behaviour, attention, 
perception and memory (Russell, 2003). Consequently, they influence and affect aspects of 
everyday activities and interactions between people, the environment, and products and 
services that surround them. Norman (2004) states that emotion is fundamental to all human 
behaviour and urges that it be infused into every aspect of the design process – what about 
infusing it into every aspect of a business model? How do you derive design and emotion as 
a business capability, not just a product capability? As the business model of a firm 
constitutes multiple value creation processes, which is partly; branding, service model, 
funding, distribution and activities, the need to better understand the relationship between 
innovation and business model innovation is critical. 
Through a series of critical reflections based on recent industry projects, the authors‟ use 
a combined framework to identify the role prototypes and prototyping play in the success of 
a firms adoption of a design led approach. The outcomes of this process are documented in 
the following sections. Following this, the authors‟ propose an approach of how to create and 
enable business model prototypes. They do this by focussing explicitly on a firms‟ capacity 
to build emotional connections across the value chain. It is argued that this process is 
imperative to enable growth within firms. 
BUSINESS MODEL 
„Business model‟ is defined in existing literature in a variety of ways; as a statement, a 
description, a representation, an architecture, a conceptual tool or model, a structural 
template, or a method (Amit, Zott & Massa, 2010). There is no consistent definition of what a 
business model is. However, the key components of a business model are described as 
highlighting the notion of value (value stream, value proposition), monetary and financial 
aspects, and aspects related to a firm‟s exchange relationships (e.g. delivery channels) and 
competencies and activities (Chesbrough, 2006; Teece, 2010; Margretta, 2002; Zott & Amit, 
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2010). It is widely agreed that the notion of value is central to any business model (Teece, 
2010).  
Presently, the term „business model‟ is ubiquitous and central to modern management 
practices (Margretta 2002; Johnson, Christensen & Kagermann, 2008). Although business 
models have always existed, the concept business model has been of increasing interest to 
practitioners and academics alike since the mid 1990‟s. All businesses either explicitly or 
implicitly employ a particular business model that describes the value creation, delivery, or 
capture mechanisms it employs (Teece, 2010). As such, new business model designs have 
to fit into the competencies of a company; they must fit the launch schedule, marketing brief, 
manufacturing bill and funding model. Any new design that does not take each one of these 
into account will face many barriers to market. Norman (2010) claims, that the innovators job 
is not over until all of these barriers have been taken into account so that the entire system 
will work smoothly. He states that “Innovation is a systems issue; it is not about product or 
process, but the entire system” (Norman, 2010:40). 
The link between system level innovation, as a source of business model innovation, and 
the role of the prototype, to better understand opportunities and challenges, will now be 
discussed. However, this issue spans both business and design literature, therefore, a 
fundamental question needs to be addressed. From the literature there is evidence to 
suggest that a conflict between the value of design and business practices exists within 
organisations. Author‟s such as Martin (2007) state that this is because the reliability drive of 
business versus the validity focus of design plays out in the relationship between the two 
and creates tension. Part of this tension exists because business people are rewarded when 
budgets are met, hitting financial targets and proving in advance incentives will succeed. 
Designers on the other hand posses an inherent bias towards validity, seeking deep 
understanding of the user and the context (Martin, 2007). It is suggested that a way for 
business and design to get along is to appreciate the legitimate differences, empathise, seek 
to communicate on each other‟s terms, use tools both sides are familiar with and change 
comfort zones (Martin, 2009).  
PROTOYPING 
DESIGN PROTOTYPING 
The significance and benefits of prototyping have been long recognised in the field of 
design. Schön‟s (1983) reflection on action paradigm provides a useful foundation to better 
understand the nature of design practice: 
 A designer makes things. Sometimes he makes the final product; more often he makes a 
representation... He works in particular situations, uses particular materials and employs a 
distinctive medium and language… There are more variables – kinds of possible moves, norms 
and interrelationships of these – that can be represented in a finite model. Because of this 
complexity, the designer’s moves tend, happily or unhappily, to produce consequences other 
than those intended.  When this happens the designer may take account of the unintended 
changes he has made in the situation by forming new appreciations and understandings and by 
making new moves. He shapes the situation, in accordance with his initial appreciation of it, the 
situation ‘talks back’ and he responds to the situation’s reply. In a good process of design, this 
conversation with the situation is reflective.  In answer to the situation’s reply, the designer 
reflects in action on the construction of the problem, the strategies of the action or the model of 
the phenomena, which have been implicit in his moves (Schön 1983:78). 
The nature of the discovery within the design process is what Schön refers to as reflection, 
which the authors‟ suggest, points to the value of prototyping. The work of Polanyi (1998) 
and Ehn (1988) indicate that discovery is intensified and can be observed during early stage 
or conceptual design activity. Both works refer to design as a process of making new 
discoveries by constructing alternative futures. In all three approaches (Ehn, 1988; Polanyi, 
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1998; Schön, 1983) the interaction between the designer and their artefacts during this 
phase of design activity is viewed as a contributor to discovery and new knowledge. This 
description can also be used to frame the designer as they move between the abstract and 
physical worlds. The transition between these worlds forming the space for innovation to 
occur. This contrasts the business community‟s understanding of the role of „prototype‟. 
BUSINESS MODEL PROTOTYPING 
Business literature acknowledges that in order to create novel business models, prototyping 
is imperative (Davenport, 2009). However, when prototyping is discussed in this context, the 
focus is generally on the testing of a pre-defined set of hypotheses rather than the iterative 
learning and exploration of new business model options. Rather than using the term 
„prototypes‟ and „prototyping‟ the business community uses „experimentation‟ when referring 
to business models. This has leant itself to the scientific notion of setting up experiments to 
control and manipulate certain variables of the business model to test a hypothesised 
outcome via empirical observations of data (e.g. such as usage data, market share, etc.). 
„Experimentation‟ represents a scientific method and is widely used in empirical science in 
order to test existing theories or new hypotheses in order to support or disprove it. Scientific 
experiments require rigorous research planning and implementation in order to verify and 
validate a hypothesis based on empirical data and observations. In social science, in 
particular, experiments are generally difficult to implement because variables can be difficult 
to control (de Vaus, 2001). As an extension to this, Biddle (2012) asks, how do you 
prototype a business model? He describes it as a quantitative description of the various 
interrelationships of the business model elements – in essence, this is a financial model. 
Despite this the idea of business model prototyping allows for assumptions to be made, 
which is why the business model prototype serves a dual purpose. First, the prototype helps 
explore various scenarios and stress tests the viability (and profitability) of the venture so 
designed. Secondly, it forces firms to state up-front all potential assumptions. 
The different perspectives between the two communities (design and business) regarding 
the role of the prototype, directly links to Martin‟s (2009) description of the conflict between 
the designer and business community. Key to this analogy is the ability for the prototype to 
move between the abstract and concrete world, as well as, move from internal to external 
stakeholders. To overcome these cultural barriers, the Design Led Innovation framework 
(Bucolo & Matthews, 2011) has been further developed to help firms maximise their 
innovation efforts, which is discussed in the following section.   
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
The Design Led Innovation framework (figure 1) illustrates that within any business a varying 
scale exists between operation and strategic activities. Business activities also have an 
internal and external dimension. Different departments within an organisation are tasked 
with these different activities and have specific targets, dependant on their functional role 
within the organisation. The model uses the term „opportunity‟ or „proposition‟ as the central 
goal, which binds all aspects of the business together. As the design concept matures, all 
aspects of the business are informed by, or have the ability to, inform the opportunity, 
creating change and growth. 
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 Figure 1 Design Led Innovation Framework 
 
Previous iterations of this framework focused on the organisational capabilities required 
(Bucolo & Matthews 2011) to enable this multi-dimensional approach to be enabled within a 
firm. However, reflecting on the instances where this model has been deployed, the notion of 
the prototype and the level of prototyping required has emerged as a critical success factor 
to a firm‟s overall innovation success when deploying the DLI approach. As shown in figure 
2, the notion of prototyping within the Design Led Innovation framework is often constrained 
to the top left hand corner. This is where designers focus on working within the internally and 
operationally focused dimensions or abstract world to generate new ideas based around 
given constraints that are generally provided to them. From a business perspective, the 
other form of prototype lives within the external and strategically focused dimension, or 
concrete world, and focuses on „experiments‟ of know problems. In both instances the 
prototypes are used to create alternative visions of the future. However, it is the introduction 
of a third prototype, which allows for both sources of new knowledge to be integrated. The 
authors‟ refer to this new prototype as the integrated business model, which consistently 
seeks to integrate knowledge from the abstract and concrete worlds to test assumptions and 
to build new knowledge. 
 




 Figure 2 Design Led Innovation Prototyping Project and Business Levels 
 
However, this approach is limited. As illustrated in figure 2, this prototype can easily remain 
as a combination of these two dimensions. This means the level of engagement with 
external customers and internal strategically focused stakeholders are avoided. Therefore, 
an additional level of engagement is needed (figure 3). As illustrated in figure 3, the 
integrated business model prototype is actively explored with external and internal 
stakeholders. 
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 Figure 3 Design Led Innovation Integrated Business Model Prototype 
 
Our observation indicates that firms are often reluctant to take integrated business models to 
the market for exploration. Firms feel they lose control of the intellectual property or are 
unable to manage expectations within the market. This is because the prototype is more 
than a product concept – it is a business model. Often these fears come from a lack of 
understanding of how to take such a proposition to the market or what questions to ask 
external stakeholders. The same issue applies at the other end of the spectrum of the 
integrated business model prototype. This includes using the prototype to reflect company 
strategy, as well as challenging strategy, to better inform the prototype. Here, the issue is 
not how to undertake such a challenge, but who has the authority to implement this task. 
The discussion thus far extends the notion of what constitutes a designed business model 
prototype. The authors have challenged that prototypes can only belong in the abstract or 
concrete worlds and that the conglomerate value is high (figure 2). However, there is value 
in evolving this integrated prototype further, taking it to an additional level of engagement, to 
refine the business model (figure 3).   
DEVELOPING DEEP CUSTOMER INSIGHTS 
To develop a viable prototype, deep customer insights must first be developed. This is a 
critical part of the process. There are many ways this information can be gathered and 
analysed to provide a sound platform for prototype development. In the Design Led 
Innovation approach, the development of the “Emotional Touch Point Timeline” is 
encouraged to allow firms to firstly identify and then better understand the needs of their 
stakeholders (figure 4). The timeline illustrates a series of touch points. Firms start in the 
centre and are asked to identify their end user or consumer and to detail what task they are 
undertaking, how they feel for that particular interaction and why that feeling may occur. The 
timeline is then populated to both the left and right of this centre touch point and firms are 
then encouraged to expand their level of understanding from their know perspectives of 
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customer interaction. For example, firms are asked to look at two or three activities before a 
product is used, they are then requested to identify the motivation to purchase the product. 
From this new insights can be gained and opportunities developed. Key to this model is a 
firms‟ ability to separate out the functional requirement for each touch point opportunity (top 
half of timeline) from the emotional aspects (bottom half of the timeline). 
 
 
Figure 4 Emotional Touch Point Timeline 
 
However, when deploying this approach, it has been observed that firms have difficulty in 
providing the same level of granularity to the emotional aspects as they do for the functional 
requirements. Therefore, the insights often lead to product only specifications from which the 
prototyping process described above remains constrained. 
Firms are encouraged and challenged to complete the emotional aspects of the timeline 
to the same level of detail as they would for the functional requirements. This then provides 
a platform to allow for an emotional prototype to be developed. This enhances the level of 
customer differentiation for that particular business model opportunity. Applying insights to 
the Design Led Innovation framework (figure 5), the “Integrated Emotional Business Model” 
prototype can now be explored and mapped to the company‟s activities. The result or 
outcome of this is an emotion business model opportunity that clearly links the functional 
aspects (product or service) of the business model to emotion aspects of the customer value 
chain. The representation of this opportunity is expressed using a modified version of 
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Figure 5 Design Led Innovation Emotional Business Model Prototype 
 
OBSERVATIONS 
The approach to business model innovation described in this paper has been explored in a 
variety of contexts and settings. However, it should be acknowledged that this a preliminary 
model at an initial stage of evaluation. The authors plan to continue to develop this approach 
based on continuous industry engagement and feedback. The observations to date have 
informed the development and have been positive and encouraging. However, throughout 
this process challenges have been identified, raising a number of questions regarding the 
role of prototyping within a business model context. Firstly, the notion of prototyping to 
generate new knowledge, compared to evaluating existing paradigms, is not widely 
understood at a business model innovation level. Firms see the value of traditional design 
prototyping at a product and service level of the firm, but prefer to use experimentation for 
the business model elements.  
To help firms overcome these biases, the risk mitigation/idea maturity graph (figure 7) has 
been developed. As illustrated in figure 6, the risk mitigation/idea maturity graph is used to 
indicate when certain behaviours should be deployed and to identify expected value. The 
two lines depicted in figure 7 represent idea maturity and risk mitigation. The goal of this 
prototype is to reduce the gap between these two curves at the initial stage of the project, 
and to widen these at the latter stages. To achieve this, the initial stage of the project relies 
on ideation, development, multiple prototypes and provoking stakeholders. Whereas at the 
latter stages firms are required to adopt business case experiments in order to validate the 
business model trough quantifiable measures. By deploying the approach described above 
and combining this with an understanding of the value of the prototype, many firms are able 
to build a shared language and can begin to move beyond preconceived ideas (which may 
reside in design or business communities). Overcoming these preconceived barriers has 
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Figure 6 Design Led Innovation Risk Mitigation and Idea Maturity Graph 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
The role of prototyping for business model innovation has been explored within this paper. It 
is clear that this is an underexplored area of research and requires urgent attention from 
academic and practice communities. Firms need to transition from focussing on product 
level innovation to encompassing the entire business model. To facilitate this process a 
Design Led innovation framework has been proposed and detailed. However, when 
deploying this framework within firms, it has been found that the role of the prototype can be 
prove challenging to innovation. These challenges span multiple levels and include: 
 Moving beyond abstract and concrete worlds  
 Reluctance to generate new knowledge with external and internal stakeholders 
through the integrated business model prototype 
 Emotion connections must be built into all stages of the integrated business 
model. Firms need to shift from focussing purely on function representations.  
 
Through this preliminary investigation, additional questions have been raised which 
will frame future research activities. It is evident that a gap in knowledge at the firm level 
regarding the need to innovate the business model is evident. However, it remains unclear 
on how best to identify this gap in knowledge. Moreover, what education programs should 
be required to address the capability gap and which stakeholder is best placed to lead such 
an initiative? Should this initiative be driven from the academic community, consultants or 
professional bodies or should a combined approach be considered? Finally, when firms take 
the initiative to move from a product centric – to – business model approach, who leads this 
transition and what support is required from the academic and business communities. Within 
the coming months, the authors aim to build upon these initial research findings by exploring 
and addressing the questions raised within this paper.  
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